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ERNST WOLFF 

by Ronald Russell 

It was in the late 1940s that I first became aware of Ernst 
Wolff. As a beginner in record collecting, I used to read and 
re-read the books on recorded music by B. H. Haggin, David Hall 
and Irving Kolodin, and it occurred to me that Wolff was the one 
artist who consistently came in for bad criticism. 

B. H. Haggin wrote: 

‘As for die schone Mullerin, you may have a friend with a 
pleasant voice who can sit down at the piano and sing 
through the songs for you; if not, Ernst Wolff will do it for 
you, but he will do no more than that; there is in his singing 
none of the imaginative insight and evocative power that 
there would be in the singing of a great artist.’ 

Irving Kolodin: 

I cannot endorse this as more than a sincere, misguided 
effort. Wolff’s voice is at best a parlor baritone, and the 
demands of this music are such that it is too seldom 
heard at its best. He sings the songs with the intensity of a 
man who loves the material, and an occasional one of the 
slower songs is affectingly delivered. But that is a small 
accomplishment when Schubert has given a singer so much 
to work with. He is, of course, his own accompanist and 
only tolerably good. The recording is satisfactory, but no 
one wholly dependent on this interpretation could say that 
he really knows the songs.’ 

and finally David Hall: 

‘It would be a pleasure to say that the complete recording 
of this great song cycle was truly worth having, but such 
is not the case. Ernst Wolff ha$ a pleasant, informal manner 
of presentation, bgt he is no grejit artist — lacking badly 
in vocal warmth, flexibility and artistic subtilty.’ 

Reading all these made me wonder just how bad he was. At 
that time, nothing of Ernst Wolff was available, and it was not 
until 1961 that I happened to find a copy of the Brahms Deutsche 
Volkslieder (Columbia X-128) in a junk shop. I was then interested 
in the kind of repertoire that Wolff sang, and this was my first 
chance to make my own judgment. When I put the first record on, 
it was a pleasant surprise, for he was an excellent singer. In my 
estimation, he compared quite favourably with Fischer-Dieskau, 
and other lieder singers. From then on, I resolved to get all of the 
78 rpm recordings he made — entirely for Columbia — between 

279 


THE RECORD COLLECTOR 


the years 1935-42. This is a project which 1 recently completed. 

Born in Baden-Baden on 1st March, 1908 he received his 
musical education in Berlin, Frankfurt on Main, and in Milan. He 
began his career as a concert pianist giving recitals and appearing 
as soloist with Symphony Orchestras. He was also an accompanist, 
but it is not known to whom. 

At the age of 23, he was appointed musical director of the 
School of Opera at the Frankfurt Conservatory. Whilst conducting 
a performance of Mozart’s Marriage of Figaro, he was discovered 
by Clemens Krauss, and engaged as a conductor at the Frankfurt 
Opera. 

While there, Wolff conducted the world premiere of the Fairy 
Tale — “Puss in Boots” by E. A. Herrmann on 9th December 1932. 

During this period Paul Hindemith engaged him for the 
International Chamber Music Festivals at Baden-Baden where he 
conducted the first performance of Hindemith’s Lehrstiick, a compo¬ 
sition for two male voices, speaker, chorus, orchestra, distant 
orchestra, dancer, clowns and crowd. He also distinguished himself 
as guest conductor throughout Germany. 

Also during this time at the Frankfurt Opera, Wolff decided that 
he would have a much better understanding of his position if he 
learned to sing. At an opera dress rehearsal, one of the singers was 
suddenly taken ill. Ernst Wolff took over the role, singing it so well, 
that his fellow musicians advised him to undertake a singing career. 
He did this, studying seriously with Johannes Willy in Frankfurt 
and later with Moratti in Milan. 

During the 1933 upheavals in Germany, Wolff was forced to 
leave his post in Frankfurt because he was Jewish. After 1933, he 
gave lieder recitals to his own accompaniments in England, Italy, 
Germany, Austria, Holland and Switzerland. The critic of the 
London Morning Post wrote: “To hear music of such completely 
different styles sung with the ease and aptitude shown by Ernst 
Wolff is most unusual. This musicianly and sensitive singer is 
certainly an artist much above the average, who utilises his fine 
baritone voice with indubitable effect.” 

After 1935, Wolff was in America, in New York, where he 
began to make recordings for Columbia. He also broadcast many 
times over WQXR. It is noted that he taught and gave lieder 
recitals in 283 American and Canadian Universities and Colleges. 
He had originally come to the USA for the New York production 
of Franz Werfel’s The Eternal Road. Max Reinhardt and Kurt Weill, 
who had previously heard him in a Lieder recital, engaged him as 
singer and musical assistant for that production. Wolff also colla 
borated with Milhaud. 

It is interesting that he recorded repertoire which was mainly 
off the beaten-track in the 78 days. The first and only sizeable 
selection of songs by Robert Franz, and Franz Liszt. An interesting 
album of Lieder by Erich Wolff (no relation) — only Florence 
Easton on a super-rare Victor (1731) had recorded two songs and 
these are not included on Ernst Wolff’s collection. 
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All in all, Wolff’s recordings could be considered an Anthology 
from early German songs — (Glogauer Liederbuch, 1460) to 20th 
Century, which is represented by the one and only recording of 
Max Kowalski’s Song Cycle, Pierrot Lunaire. This is a beautiful 
ittle song cycle — using the same poems by Alfred Giraud (trans¬ 
lated into German by Otto Erich Hartleben), which Schoenberg used 
in his settings, composed at about the same time. This work 
certainly needs to be recorded again — a made to order assignment 
for Fischer-Dieskau, or perhaps Hermann Prey. 

Two of the Columbia 78s were issued in England, and were 
!^v ,e ^ d r m the Gramo Pbone by H. F. V. Little. The first was 
rl, hc Franz Co,,ection in October 1936 (2 sides 


Mr. Little writes: 


I cannot go into raptures over Ernst Wolff’s voice; its really 
useful range is rather limited and it lacks warmth and 
colour. The singer is, however, an intelligent artist and an 
innovator. It must be admitted that recording artists have 
paid little attention to the songs of Robert Franz, though 
he is by no means a negligible figure in the world of song 
and there have been critics who regarded his settings of 
Heine’s poems as being superior to those of Schumann. 
Ernst Wolff should therefore earn the gratitude of lovers of 
German Lieder for providing them with six of Franz’s short 
songs on one record. The songs chosen may not, perhaps, 
make an immediate appeal and a more sharply contrasted 
group would possibly have been preferable; but anyway, 
the ice has been broken, and the near future may find other 
artists taking an interest in Franz.” 

A letter of rebuttal appeared in the November, 1936 issue: 

As a very keen student of singing and vocal art, parti¬ 
cularly in relation to the gramophone, I must express a 
little shade of disappointment which I felt at the review of 
the Franz Lieder record (sung by Ernst Wolff) reviewed in 
last month’s issue. 

This particular record was such a notable highlight 
after months and months of almost unrelievably poor vocal 
output, that I felt that endeavour so honest and so 
praiseworthy might have been met by much more generous 
terms. 

I am aware how debatable the ground is, and how 
personal our expression must be about such things as range 
and quality of voice, but I certainly do not think that your 
critics strictures would find general acceptance, and in fact 
they are completely at variance with most other reviews I 
have seen. 
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The songs obviously demand refinement rather than 
breadth of style, and the interpretation certainly seems to 
give all that the songs demand in vocal colour, quality and 
sensitivity of feeling.” 

In June, 1938 came the review of the Three Mendelssohn Songs 
(DB-2769). Mr. H. F. V. Little again wrote: 

“Ernst Wolff will be already known to lovers of the German 
Lied for his record of some songs by Robert Franz. Once 
again, he avoids songs that are popular favourites and often 
recorded, choosing instead three songs by Mendelssohn 
which will be new to many collectors. At the risk of once 
more offending the correspondent who rebuked me for mv 
notice of the earlier record, I can only repeal that while 
Wolff is an artistic singer he has not much of a voice; for 
beauty of tone he cannot be compared with Janssen, Husch 
or Schlusnus and I feel bound to regard this as a liability. 

During the 1950s, Ernst Wolff made a few LP recordings for 
Folkways. These consist primarily of songs — drinking and other¬ 
wise, but no significant examples at all of lieder. One of these LPs 
consists of 30 songs by Telemann from Singe-, Spiegel-, und 
Generalbass Uebungen (1733-34). One of the Columbia 78s includes 
three Telemann songs, of which two are on the Folkways record. 
Die Rechtestimmung does not appear to have been redone. 
Incidentally, this record lists Wolff as a tenor. Nothing from the 
Columbias has ever been transferred to microgroove and l do not 
think there is much likelihood of it. 


DISCOGRAPHY, 78 r.p.m. 

of Ernst Wolff, Baritone (accompanying himself at the Piano) 


CO-18794-2 


XCO-18792-1 

XCO-18793-2 

XCO-18799-6 


Robert Franz Three German Folksongs (XV-XVI 
century) (Harmonized by Franz) 

Es taget vor dem Walde 

Ach Elstein, Liebes Elstein mein 17054-D (Set 253) 
Aus meinen grossen Schmerzen, Op. 5/1 (Heine) 
Gute Nachl, Op. 5/7 (Eichendorff) 

Es hat die Rose sich beklagt, Op. 42/5 (Mirza- 
Schaffey) DX-749 

Madchen mit dem rothen Mundchen,Op. 5/5 (Heine) 
Stille Sicherheit, Op. 10/2 (Lenau) 

Du liebes Auge, Op. 16/1 (O. Roquette) 68501 -D 
(Set 253) 

Auf dem Meere, Op. 25/6 (Heine) 

Fur Musik, Op. 10/1 (Geibel) 

Vergessen, Op. 5/10 (Osterwald) DX-749 
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XCO-18800-4 

CO-18854-4 
XCO-18855-3 
XCO-18856-2 
CO-18885-5 

CO-18919-2 

CO-18893-1 

CO-18894-2 
CO-18920-1 

CO-18921-2 

CO-18959-4 

CO—18960—1 

CO-18961-4 

CO-19198-3 
CO-19200-2 

CO-19208-5 
CO-19236-1 

CO-19237-1 
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Ini Rhein, lm heiligen Strome, Op. 6/2 (Heine) 
685024) (Set 253) 

Wie des Mondes Abbild, Op. 6/2 (Heine) 

Standchen, Op. 17/2 (Osterwald) 68502-D (Set 253) 
Dich Meiden (German Folksong No. 3) 17054-D 

(Set 253) 

Abschied, Op. 11/1 (from the Bohemian) 

Wandl* ich dem Wald, Op. 39/4 (Heine) 

Marie, Op. 18/1 (R. Gottschall) 

Widmung, Op. 14/1 (W. Muller) 68503-D (Set 253) 
Lieber Schatz, sei wieder gut mir, Op. 26/2 
(Osterwald) 

Die helle Sonne leuchtet, Op. 42/2 from the 
Persian of Mizra Schaffey) 17055-D (Set 253) 

Bitte, Op. 9/3 (Lenau) 

Umsonst, Op. 10/6 (W. Osterwald) 

Gleiche und Gleich, Op. 22/1 (Goethe) 17055-D 
(Set 253) 

Trad. V’Schomru (Friday evening prayer—Ordina¬ 
tion of the Sabbath) 

Trad. Sch’ma Israel Hashkivenu (Creed) 4132-M 
Trad. Kiddusch (Friday evening prayer—consecra¬ 
tion of the Wine) 

Trad. Adonoi Moloch (Saturday morning prayer— 
Psalm 96; 10) 4133-M 

Erich J. Wolff—Marienruf, (Uhland)—LIED No. 35 
Der siisse Schlaf, der sonst stillt alles wohl, Lied 
No. 14 (Des Knaben Wunderhorn) 4146-M (Set 268) 
Marchen, Lied No. 23 (Emil Faktor) 

Wiisst’ ich nur, Lied No. 32 (Emil Faktor) 
4146-M (Set 268) 

Horch, Horst du nicht?, Lied No. 25 (Daumer, 
after the Persian of Hafiz) 

Friede, Lied No. 1—Karl Maria 4150-M (Set 268) 
Recht wie cin Leichnam wandle ich umher. Lied 
No. 44 (Des Knaben Wunderhorn) 4150-M (Set 268) 
Viel bin ich umhergewandert, Lied No. 54 (Dau¬ 
mer after the Persian of Hafiz) 4148-M (Set 268) 
Tauscht Euch Ihr Augen nicht, Lied No. 51 
(Michengelo) 

lm Entschlafen, Lied No. 10 (Kamiah) 4147-M 
(Set 268) 

Der trauernde, Lied No. 39 (Erlach: Die Volk- 
slieder der Deutschen, 1834) 

Maria und der Schiffer, Lied No. 37 (Mittler: 
Deutsche Volkslieder, 1855) 4149-M (Set 268) 

Soil ich denn sterben?. Lied No. 49 (Des Knaben 
Wunderhorn) 

Wer hat’s Liedlein erdacht, Lied No. 60 (Nikolai- 
Ein feyner kleyner Almanach) 4149 (Set 268) 
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CO-19238-3 Meine Lebenszeit verstreicht, Lied No. 38 (Dau- 
mer, after the Persian of Hafiz) 

Es werde Licht!, Lied No. 21 (Daumer) 4147-M 
(Set 268) 

CO-19282-1 Entziicket dich ein Wunderhauch?, Lied No. 21 
(Daumer) 

Knabe und Veilchen, Op. 9/4 (Dkw) 4148-M (Set 
268) 


MAX KOWALSKI Pierrot Lunaire, Op. 4 (Twelve Poems) 


XCO-20462-2 

XCO-20463-3 

XCO-20464-2 

XCO-20465-3 

XCO-20466-2 

XCO-20467-1 

XCO-20470-2 


1. Gebet an Pierrot (Prayer to Pierrot) 

2. Raub (Rape) 

6. Sonnen Ende (A Sun’s end) 

3. Die Estrade (The Estrada) 68875-D (Set 287) 

5. Moquerie (Mockery) 

4. Der Dandy (The Dandy) 

11. Abend (Evening Revery) 

7. Nordpohlfahrt (Bound for the North Pole) 
68876-D (Set 287) 

10. Die Laterne (The Lantern) 

9. Der Mondfleck (The Moon Spot) 

8. Columbine 

12. Heimfahrt (Homeward Bound) 68877-D (Set 
287) 

C. Schumann—Ich stand in dunklen Traumen, 
Op. 13/1 (Heine) 

R. Schumann—Friihlings Ankunft, Op. 79/17 
(Fallersleben) 


XCO-20471-2 


XCO-20772-1 


XCO-20773-5 

XCO-20791—3 
XCO-20792-5 
XCO-20807-3 
XCO-20888—2 
XCO—20922-3 
CO-22055—1 

CO-22056—1 

00-22061-2 


CO-22062-2 


C. Schumann—Liebst Du um Schonheit, Op. 12/2 
(Ruckert) 

R. Schumann—Zigeunerliedchen, Op. 79/7 (Geibel) 
9126-M 

Schubert—Die Schdne Miillerin (D-795) 

No. 1 Das Wandern; N. 2 Wohin? 9137-M (Set 
315) 

No. 3 Halt; No. 4-Danksagung an den Bach 
9137-M (Set 315) 

No. 9 Des Mullers Blumen 4197-M (Set 315) 

No. 6 Der Neugerige 9138-M (Set 315) 

No. 19 Der Muller und der Bach 9141-M (Set 315) 
No. 18 Trock’ ne Blumen 9140-M (Set 315) 

No. 20 Des Baches Wiegenlied 9141-M (Set 315) 
Mendelssohn—Minnelied (Tieck) 

Neue Liebe (Heine) 

Nachtlied (Eichendorff) 41774N4 = DB-176G 
Beethoven—Der Abschied (La Partenza) C-236 
(Metastasio) 

Der Kuss, Op. 128 (Weisse) 

Telemann—Die Rechtestimmung; Wechsel; Gluck 
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00-22107-2 


CO-22108-3 

CO-22113-3 
CO-22113-3 
XCO-22115-2 

CO-22117-1 
XCO-22134-1 
XCO-22247-1 
XCO-22248-1 
CO-22253-1 
XCO-22254-2 


Zwischen Berg um Ticfen Tal (German Folk Song) 
Seh’ Ich Dich, Mein Herzensliebchen (Bohemian 
Folk Song) 

Mendelssohn—Und Der Hans Schleicht Umher 
4186-M 

Schubert—Die Schone Miillerin No. 7 Ungeduld 
No. 8 Morgengruss 4196-M (Set 315) 

No. 15 Eifersucht und Stolz 

No. 16 Die liebe Farbe 9139-M (Set 315) 

No. 10 Tranenregen 4197-M (Set 315) 

No. 12 Pause 4198-M (Set 315) 

No. 17 Die bose Farbe 9140-M (Set 315) 

No. 5 Am Feierabend 9138-M (Set 315) 

No. 11 Mein 4198-M (Set 315) 

No. 13 Mil dem grunen Lautcnbande 
No. 14 Der Jager 9139-M (Set 315) 


BRAHMS—DEUTSCHE VOLKSL1EDER 

XCO-23944-5 Maria ging aus wandern 

Mein Madel hat einen Rosenmund 
XCO—23945-6 Erlaube niir, fein’s Madchen 
Da unten im Tale 

Die Sonne scheint nicht mehr 69542-D (Set X-128) 
XCO-23972-l Schwesterlein 

Wach’ auf mein Herzensschone 
XCO-23973-l Es steht ein’ Lind’ (Set X-128) 

Feinsliebchen du soils! 69541-D 


WXCO-24385-1 

WXCO-24386-1 

WXCO-24393-5 

WXCO-24394-2 

CO-25702-2 
CO-25703-1 
CO-25704—1 
00-25705-1 
XCO-27103-2 
XCO-27104-2 


Liszt—Freudvoll und Leidvoll (Goethe) 

Es muss ein Wunderbares Sein (Redwitz) 

Liszt—Uber alien Gipfeln ist Ruh (Goethe) 

Wie Singt die Lerche schon (H. von Fallersleben) 
(69732-D) (X-148) 

Liszt—Im Rhein, Im schonen Strome (Heine) 
Morgens steh’ ich auf und frage (Heine) 

Liszt—Der Du von dem Himmel bist (Goethe) 
Anfangs wollt’ich fast verzagen (Heine) (69733-D) 
(X-148) 

Es steht ein’ Lind’ (Jocodus von Brant) 

Linde (Leo de Langenau) 

Glogauer Liederbuch 1460—Minnelied; 

Ich spring’ in diesem Ring (4234-M) (X-168) 

Issak—Insbruck; 

K. Othmayr-Braun’s Meidelein 

Eine schon’ Tageweis’ (Melody after Bohme-1555) 

(4235) (X-168) 

J. S. Bach—Liebster Herr Jesu 
Zu dir Jehova 

J. S. Bach—Vergiss mein nich 

Willst Du Dein Herz (Aria di Giovanni) 
(9162-M) (M-457) 
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XCO-27105—1 
XCO-27106-5 
XCO—29443-1 

XCO-29444-3 


C. P. E. Bach—Der Phoenix 
Trinklied 

C. P. E. Bach—Als Amor in den gueld’nen Zeiten 
C. P. E. Bach—Bitten 
Der Tag des Weltgerichts 
Psalm 93 (9163-M) (M-457) 

W. F. Bach—Kein Halmlein wachst auf Erden 
J. C. F. Bach—Schon ist mein Madchen (Arietta 
from “The American Woman”) 

Dem Schopfer 

C. P. E. Bach—Jesus in Gethsemane 

J. S. Bach—O Jesulein suss, O Jesulcin mild 

(9164-M) (M-457) 
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